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Abstract 
[Excerpt] The Last Pullman Car is the latest film produced by Kartemquin Films, a Chicago-based group of 
award-winning documentary filmmakers led by Gordon Quinn and Jerry Blumenthal. The film chronicles 
the plight of members of United Steelworkers Local 1834 in trying to save their jobs after it had become 
evident that the Pullman-Standard Company was getting out of the passenger railcar business for good. 
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FILM REVIEW 
• Ray Pasnick 
The Last Pullman Car 
produced by Kartemquin Films, 1984 
The Last Pullman Car is the latest film produced by Kartemquin 
Films, a Chicago-based group of award-winning documentary 
filmmakers led by Gordon Quinn and Jerry Blumenthal. 
The film chronicles the plight of members of United Steelworkers 
Local 1834 in trying to save their jobs after it had become evident 
that the Pullman-Standard Company was getting out of the passenger 
railcar business for good. 
The film does not go into detail about the individual lives of the 
affected workers at Pullman, but instead successfully shows the 
ultimately futile struggle of these union members as a group 
attempting to save their jobs. The backdrop for this drama, as 
provided by the filmmakers, was the long and often bitter labor 
history of the Pullman works; an indifferent and unconcerned 
society; and a bureaucratic and impotent international union. 
Like their earlier labor documentary, Taylor Chain, Kartemquin 
succeeds in presenting a film from the workers' perspective. It draws 
the audience into an immediate concern for the men and women 
about to lose their source of livelihood. Perhaps this story is more 
appealing than other chronicles of laid-off workers because it is more 
than a tale of lost jobs. It is the loss of generations of skills. It is the 
loss of the last American company in the passenger railcar industry. 
It is a vivid example of a new America where economic and political 
policies insure that large corporations can make more profits closing 
down manufacturing facilities than operating them. 
The story of the film is simple. A company has decided to close 
its doors forever. In spite of the good intentions of the workers, the 
decision is irreversible. The workers hope that if they talk to the right 
people, or lobby in Springfield, or work at it hard enough they will 
save their jobs. Nothing seems to work for them. They grow resentful 
and frustrated. Finally time runs out. 
The strength of the film is the honesty by which we learn of these 
events as they unfold. Through workers' own words in union 
meetings, taverns, in their homes, and at demonstrations we see the 
participants going through step by step of the inevitable process, with 
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the ultimate end becoming clearer day by day. 
A substantial portion of the film explains the history of the Pullman 
Sleeping Car Company through the use of period photographs and 
old film clips. Included is the creation of the company town of 
Pullman, the rise of Eugene V. Debs, the early struggles of the 
American Railway Union, and the involvement of the United 
St eel workers of America as the last representatives of the Pullman 
workers. This historical background is intentionally placed in the 
middle of the film, thus drawing clear analogies between the battles 
fought by Pullman workers in the 1890s and their heirs three 
generations later. 
The film does an excellent job of taking a very broad subject and 
condensing it down into 
less than an hour, with-
out seriously sacrificing 
cohesiveness. Given the 
limits of 56 minutes, it is 
no wonder that the chief 
criticisms of the film are 
in what has been left 
out. 
Two major faults in the 
film are the absence of 
any company viewpoint 
and the need for a better 
explanation of the role of 
the international union 
in the final years of the Pullman Standard Company. 
It may be understandable for the filmmakers to limit the only 
management viewpoint in the picture to a brief interview with a 
retired company officer, given the fact that the company refused to 
allow any interviews or answer any inquiries. Unfortunately, the lack 
of the corporation's cooperation distorts the film in two ways: 1) it 
gives the audience only secondhand understanding of the 
management decisions leading up to the closing of the plant, and 
2) it focuses the drama of the movie on the conflict between rank-
and-file members and their union over why "something" wasn't 
being done to save the Pullman jobs. 
No shots of the boss announcing the plant's closing were available. 
Neither were there shots of the guards escorting workers out of the 
plant en masse on the last day. Nor were there dramatic pictures 
of the company telling the union across the bargaining table how 
it intended to make more money shutting the business down than 
in competing for manufacturing work. These kind of scenes aren't 
in the film's story. 
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But there was another kind of scene that was shot and was used 
for drama: the union official from headquarters first telling local 
union officers that now that most of their members were on layoff 
they would have to reduce spending and then overseeing the closing 
and emptying of the local's rented office. To observers outside the 
labor movement, the message seems to be that the real struggle of 
these workers was as much against their own union as against the 
company. 
When the local union was at last put under administratorship, there 
was about $450,000 in the treasury. What is not brought out in the 
film is that since the Pullman closing the International has spent 
almost twice that amount in legal battles with the company to secure 
close-out benefits, vacations, and severance pay for members of Local 
1834. This, too, is part of the story. 
Currently, arrangements are being made for a discussion-type 
format to take place with the summer showing of the film on public 
television. Hopefully, the public television network will be able to 
have spokespersons from corporate management and the United 
Steelworkers discuss their observations immediately following the 
movie, providing some of the missing information in the picture. 
We can forgive the filmakers for letting the real villains go with 
"no comment": they had no choice. But we as labor activists do have 
a choice. After seeing The Last Pullman Car we must not come away 
with fatalistic despair, but instead with a commitment to look to the 
mistakes of the past and learn from them. 
• The Last Pullman Car is available for sale in 16mm film or 3A" u-matic 
videocassette from Kartemquin Films, 1901 W. Wellington, Chicago, IL 60657; 
(312) 472-4366. Rental of the 16mm film is handled by New Day Films Co-op, 
PO Box 315, Franklin Lakes, NJ 07417; (201) 891-8240. 
